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REVIEWS

Laura R. Villiger. Mari Sandoz: A Study in Post-Colonial Discourse. New
York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc., 1994.

Laura R. Villiger' s study is an ambitious and largely successful attempt
to reposition this Swiss-American writer in light of contemporary post-colonial
literary theory.

The ninth volume in a series of publications by the Swiss

American Historical Society, Villiger's study analyzes Sandoz' discourse and
situates it within its historical, historiographical, and literary contexts.
Lamenting the fact that Sandoz' work has been •virtually forgotten,•
Villiger argues that the concept of• American literature• has traditionally been
defined by a hegemonic Eastern literary establishment which has marginalized
midwestern and western literary efforts. Desiring to reclaim Sandoz as a writer
of national rather than merely regional importance, Villiger suggests a new
framework for understanding and assessing Sandoz' work.
She argues that the Nebraska author's fusion of fact and fiction succeeds

in rendering the social, historical, and political dimensions of frontier life more
effectively than texts that confine themselves to strict genre boundaries. Rather
than assessing Sandoz' work on the grounds of its adherence to either nonfiction
or fiction, truth or imagination, Villiger substitutes other categories that she
contends more accurately reflect both the intention and the effect of Sandoz' texts.
She suggests that it may be more fruitful for readers and scholars to categorize
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Sandoz' test types as "Indigenous" and "White" rather than as "fiction" or "nonfiction.•

Villiger credits Sandoz with utilizing both form and content to

reproduce an indigenous sense of time and space in such texts as Crazy Horse and
Cheyenne Autumn.

While such an analysis may account for the curious sense of disorientation
readers have encountered in these works, the argument is not altogether
convincing. What, after all, is an "indigenous• text? While Cheyenne Autumn
is unquestionably more lyrical, more rhythmical than other supposedly "white"
texts such as Old Jules or The Cattlemen, this is not necessarily indicative of a
more "indigenous" product. These qualities could just as easily be considered
markers for a more sympathetic (or even romantic) point of view, rather than a
more "Indian" one.
While we may question the usefulness of calling a Euro-American text
"indigenous," Villiger is surely justified in crediting Sandoz with a markedly
different evaluation of the colonial project than most of her contemporaries. Her
study makes a convincing case for numbering Sandoz among the few writers of
her era to offer a view of American frontier history that encompasses the
experiences of both the indigenous inhabitants and the white settlers.
Villiger is not entirely successful in arguing that Sandoz is neither
nostalgic nor romantic in her approach, but she does demonstrate that Sandoz'
discourse "demarginalizes the history of those suffering from the colonial process
while, at the same time, decentering the history of their oppressors." That, it
seems to me, is quite enough to establish Sandoz as an author who deserves to
be read.
Emboldened by Villiger' s provocative and intriguing study, I am taking
this opportunity to come out of the closet and declare myself a Sandoz fan!

By Elizabeth Blair

University of Illinois at Chicago
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